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PREMILLENARIANISM: AN INTERPRETA- 
TION AND AN EVALUATION 



REV. T. VALENTINE PARKER, PH.D. 
First Baptist Church, Binghamton, N.Y. 



Champions of opposing views are apt to disregard the possibility that their antago- 
nists may have some truth on their side. This is particularly true of theological discussion. 
We are glad to publish, therefore, this article by Dr. Parker, in which he calls attention 
to the possibility of overstatements, or at least overinterpretations of statements in dis- 
cussion; and at the same time sets forth what seems to him to be permanent values in 
premillenarian belief. The author believes that premillenarianism and postmillenarian- 
ism are children of a former generation. He is right. The fundamental question is 
how to use the Bible in estimating what Christian salvation really is. 



The war and the circumstances con- 
nected with it have presented to the pre- 
millenarians their desired opportunity to 
discover glaring signs of the times, in the 
exposition of which they delight, and to 
proclaim the imminence of the Lord's 
coming, the emphasis of which they con- 
ceive to be their particular mission. 
Their influence is permeating our 
churches and is producing all sorts of 
speculation and various attitudes of 
mind — some of them fanatical enough — 
toward the war. What is required, 
however, is not indiscriminate condem- 
nation of premillenarianism and all its 
works, but interpretation to ascertain 
the real meaning of the movement, and 
an evaluation to discover if there exists 
therein any contribution toward our 
thought which is worth preserving. 
Sweeping allegations of lack of patriot- 
ism are fair neither to the facts nor to 
logic. While it is true that certain pre- 
millenarians have been pernicious paci- 
fists, it is not true, as some affirm, that 
premillenarianism is to be identified with 



pacifism. The truth is that there are 
many premillenarians who not only are 
not pacifists but are as indignant as any 
others over the wanton attack upon 
Belgium, are incensed over the Hun's 
atrocities, and are delighted with an allied 
victory. In a personal acquaintance 
with many premillenarians I know of 
none who is a real pacifist. It has been 
alleged that inasmuch as the premillena- 
rians believe that the state of the world 
is hopeless and that evil shall wax worse 
until the Lord returns, therefore they 
hold it is right to stand aside and allow 
wickedness to pursue its inevitable course 
to the destruction which awaits it in its 
consummation through the breath of the 
Lord. "Do not seek to overthrow 
Kaiserism," they are supposed to say, 
"because the attempt is hopeless and 
only delays the Lord's return." There 
might be force in the assertion that from 
premillenarian premises such a conclu- 
sion would follow, if men were logical 
machines. But they are not. The be- 
liever in the imminent return of Christ 
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is not necessarily a cold-blooded indi- 
vidual but may be a man of earnestness 
and compassion, who burns with anger 
and sorrow as he reads of the terrors of 
the war. He would not stand aloof if he 
could. Moreover there is a fallacy in 
this inference that premillenarians are 
under logical compulsion to become paci- 
fists. Whatever may be a man's escha- 
tological opinions, his duty in a moral 
crisis is not altered thereby. Is it 
morally justifiable to refuse assistance to 
the right because it is sure to be de- 
feated? To the honor of premillena- 
rians be it said there are thousands who 
answer, "No. The times are in God's 
hands, and though the end is near, our 
duty is still to fight for righteousness." 
Indeed the same kind of argument 
could be turned upon their accusers. 
Are not they the logical pacifists? If 
God's one method of winning men and 
of conquering wrong is through love, if 
God has staked all upon love and has 
discarded force, then why should his chil- 
dren take up the sword ? Many modern 
theologians hold the premise; what logic 
can deliver them from the conclusion? 
As a Christian socialist once put it to 
me, "In the long run love will accom- 
plish more than force. It is better to 
endure than to meet force with force. 
Eventually the aggressor will become 
ashamed and be converted." There are 
those who argue so and are pacifist in 
consequence. Others accept the prem- 
ise but repudiate the conclusion — logic 
or no logic. Those whose theology pre- 
cludes the possibility of God's use of 
force would do well to hesitate before 
they call pacifists those whose theology 
implies the use of force. The war time, 
with its belligerency and contrasted paci- 



fism, accentuates the duty, to which 
reference has been made, of understand- 
ing and of testing for values. 

What is premillenarianism ? Pre- 
millenarianism is a theory based upon 
the literalistic interpretation of proph- 
ecy. It is written in Revelation that 
Satan is to be chained a thousand years. 
This is the one explicit affirmation of a 
millennium, but added to this are the 
utterances of the prophets in the expec- 
tation that the earth shall blossom like 
the rose, that the lion and the lamb shall 
lie down together, and that a renewed 
Israel shall be as the sun to the nations. 
Preceding these days of glory is the time 
of Jacob's trouble, foretold in prophecy 
and apocalypse, to which, it is said, 
allusion is also made by our Lord in re- 
counting the disasters of the last days. 
The iniquities which shall characterize 
these terrible days shall come to a head 
in the Antichrist. Either just before or 
just after the most terrible events of 
these times — premillenarians are not en- 
tirely agreed as to details — the Lord shall 
descend and gather into the air those who 
form his church. It thus teaches the 
hopelessness of the present order, the 
necessity of divine intervention to end 
it, and the visible return of Jesus Christ. 
That, very briefly, is premillenarianism. 

It is to be observed that millenarian- 
ism rests upon the doctrine of the verbal 
inspiration of Scripture. Grant that 
the Bible contains an exact and detailed 
chart of the future, and it may be 
asserted that premillenarianism more 
nearly gives a consistent scheme of 
explanation than any other interpreta- 
tion. The real criticism of premillena- 
rianism is that its advocates are living 
in another world. They have blinded 
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themselves to modern knowledge. They 
have rendered themselves immune to all 
progress of thought and of life repre- 
sented in our world today. The fact is 
that science and ethics have combined 
to revolutionize our view of the Bible. 
For the most part men who are not so 
afraid of light simply because it shines 
in the twentieth century that they have 
stopped every chink of their souls lest 
a ray should penetrate no longer find the 
old explanations tenable. For those 
who in any degree accept the modern 
view of the Bible the very terms pre- 
millennial and postmillennial are obso- 
lescent. Literal millenarianism has very 
slim support even from the Scriptures 
conservatively interpreted. If then we 
have discarded literalistic schemes, has 
not their nomenclature lost its meaning ? 

Though, as modernism is convinced, 
literalistic premillenarianism is on the 
way to perish, it is pertinent to ask if it 
has bequeathed us nothing which ought 
to survive. 

Evolutionary hypotheses in recent 
years have been so generally accepted 
that they have been recklessly and al- 
most universally applied. The heart of 
premillenarianism has been its insistence 
upon the catastrophic as distinct from, 
and often antagonistic to, the evolution- 
ary. Is there no place in our program 
of the future for the catastrophic? 
There are three arguments which raise 
warning fingers against our hasty rejec- 
tion of it. 

First, there is the argument from sci- 
ence itself. What is the testimony of 
science? Science proclaims that the 
law of the physical is birth, development, 
decline, and death. To this law our 
earth forms no exception. If eventually 



our world shall be no longer inhabitable, 
our postulate of a God demands that the 
divine purpose, instead of following the 
course of evolution, must by cataclysmic 
occurrences be transferred to another 
sphere for its completion. 

Secondly, there is the testimony of our 
Lord. Without taking the space requi- 
site for a thorough study of the eschato- 
logical teachings of Christ, there can 
scarcely be dissent from the conclusion 
that the Master expected a catastrophic 
termination of the present world-order. 
The twenty-fourth and twenty-fifth 
chapters of Matthew are sufficient evi- 
dence. It may be alleged that Jesus also 
taught that the Kingdom of Heaven 
should come by gradual progress. For 
the moment we may pass that by with 
the remark that the cataclysmic is more 
clearly and indubitably announced by 
Jesus than the evolutionary. No fair 
criticism can deny this idea to our Lord 
nor its prevalence in the early church. 
Surely we are warranted in holding that 
Jesus would not indulge in what he knew 
to be idle speculation but spoke forth the 
convictions of his soul. When he did 
not know he did not hesitate to admit 
ignorance, as when he said, "No man 
knoweth, not even the Son." 

Thirdly, the catastrophic ought not to 
be cast out of our thought eschatologi- 
cally, because the voice of logic is man- 
datory that it have its place, provided 
that we do not deny all freedom to men. 
Our only guaranty that the Kingdom of 
God shall come is our conviction that 
God is prepared to use force as the last 
resort to purge the social order. If God 
is not prepared to restrain evil men by 
what we might term physical, force, we 
may have a hope perhaps, but a hope 
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which can never brighten into the glow- 
ing conviction of a victorious Christ. 

A fundamental mistake of Christian 
thought today is its assumption that the 
catastrophic and the evolutionary are 
mutually exclusive. We need not — we 
cannot — doubt progress. The years are 
not to be likened to the swinging of the 
pendulum. There can be no such 
figure. We may think of history as 
constructing a highway to the palace of 
the king. But though the highway be 
constructed and a great army march 
along it, the conclusion does not follow 
that all will join in the march, nor that 
the military police will be no longer re- 
quired. It is fruitless to indulge con- 
jecture overmuch, but for the sake of 
illustration we may suppose that human 
experience will in time perceive the 
futility and injustice of such an appeal 
to arms as the Germans have insisted 
upon making. We may suppose that an 
international tribunal shall be estab- 
lished, when a rational procedure will 
replace irrational warfare. That itself 
would be an achievement of social prog- 
ress, a development in the ideals of the 
Kingdom of God. On the other hand a 
rebel nation might arise and defy the 
edicts of the court. The other nations 
would be compelled to force the rebel to 
comply with the decrees of the court. 
In short, the court's existence would 



mark a real progress toward the King- 
dom of God, but only a humanity abso- 
lutely regenerated by divine love would 
enter into the complete realization of the 
justice of the divine Kingdom. It is at 
least conceivable that progress would 
lead to the establishment of the court 
without the evolution of a perfected 
humanity. 

Premillenarianism and postmillena- 
rianism were children of a former gen- 
eration of interpretation. They have 
grown up and grown old and are ready 
to die. Indeed many physicians pro- 
nounce them dead already. They can 
be interred with nominalism and realism 
and the other controversies of days gone 
by. Yet let us deal tolerantly with 
those who, mistakenly as we believe, 
feel that these are still living issues. 
Furthermore both views have enriched 
us. Postmillenarianism has optimisti- 
cally believed in progress, premillenarian- 
ism has soberly insisted upon the validity 
of our Lord's promise that the Kingdom 
should come, whatever the opposition, 
whatever the cost, and has warned the 
world of the judgment that is involved 
in the consummation of that Kingdom. 
As two streams unite to form the fulness 
of the river, so may these two interpre- 
tations give their contributions to the 
fulness of faith in the purpose of God 
and the coming of his Kingdom. 



